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Introduction
The primary goal of an instructor is to facilitate student learning (Anglin & Morrison, 2002; Bulger, Mohr, & Walls, 2002; Vacca, Vacca, & Mraz 2014) . Educators spend a significant amount of time developing different instructional strategies in the hope these strategies will enhance learning, improve outcomes, and make the learning process more relevant for students. Research has shown that active student engagement in the learning 17 Volume 8, No. 1, December, 2015 process enhances knowledge acquisition and retention (Vacca et al., 2014) . The use of classroom strategies that encourage student involvement and interaction with the instructor can facilitate higher learning outcomes (Polloff & Pratt, 2007; Todd & Hudson, 2007; Vacca et al., 2014) . How online instructors make all of these connections with students depends largely on their ability to communicate electronically in an age when students are technologically advanced. One of the most important components of online instruction is communication as a means to engage students in learning (Tubbs & Mos, 2006) .
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In a time when technology is changing daily, and a time when young people are often the most up-to-date with that new technology, students' preferences for how they receive online course communication is apt to change often too. While prior research has shown that students preferred email as the method of communication from their online instructors (Frey, Faul, & Yankelov, 2003; Woods, 2002) , technology has continued to change, so it is important to determine if that is still the preferred method and to determine if there might be new technologies they now prefer more. Given the functionality of today's learning management systems, online instructors have a variety of communication strategies from which to choose. The purpose of this study was to determine students' current preferred ways to receive course communication from their online instructors. Before providing the survey results, what follows is a review of the relevant literature.
Relevant Literature
Teaching and learning are dynamic interactions constantly occurring between students and instructors and among students themselves. Studies have shown the importance of interaction in the online learning environment as well as being a key indicator of the effectiveness of a course (Berge, 1999; Flottemesch, 2000; Jiang, 1998; Jin, 2005; Polloff & Pratt 2007; Su, Bonk, Magjuka, Liu, & Lee 2005) . Jiang (1998) found that students tend to demonstrate higher achievements in online courses that place an emphasis on interaction. Jin (2005) found that "web-based communication tools are effective means to help students construct their own knowledge through interactions" (p. 66). Polloff and Pratt (2007) stated that in an online environment, the "key to the learning process are the interactions among students themselves, the interactions between faculty and students, and the collaborations in learning that results from these interactions" (p. 4). Their findings suggest that when instructors promote frequent communication with their students and provide prompt feedback, students are more satisfied with the course.
Around the early 1970s, the primary platform of human communication started shifting to computer networks (Quarterman, 1993) . Not long after, computer technology began making inroads into the educational field as a means to deliver knowledge (Molnar, 1997) Frey et al. (2003) found that "…students perceive email communication with the instructor and the online provision of course information as the most valuable strategies" (p. 443). In fact, they found it difficult to even find an instructor who does not use email to communicate with students. Woods (2002) reported in his research that students appreciated both academic and non-academic email responses from their instructor. And further stated that "some students, regardless of frequency levels, were positively affected by and benefited from receiving instructorinitiated personal emails outside of required g r o u p d i s c u s s i o n f o r m a t s " ( p . 3 8 9 ) . Anecdotally, these researchers also have found through comments from their students, that email communication, particularly feedback and non-academic advice, often provides students with more of a sense of community in an online learning environment.
From their inception, online courses were promoted as a way for students to learn anytime from anywhere. Today, distance education students have come to expect this flexibility in their course schedules. Email has become a convenient and flexible communication tool among teachers and students that does not require real time dialogue because email communication occurs asynchronously (Spears & Lea 1994; Sproull & Kiesler 1991) . Unlike synchronous, real time communication tools such as online chat, videoconferencing, or instant messaging, email does not require students to be available as communication takes place. Frey et al. (2003) stated that "Although at least 75% of students were exposed to all available communication strategies, only the perceived value of email communication with the instructor ranked high compared to the other strategies" (p. 449).
Purpose of the Study
T h e p u r p o s e o f t h i s s t u d y w a s t o determine students' current preferred ways to receive course communication from their online instructors. With quickly changing technology, students' preferred ways of receiving course communication might change quickly as well, so online instructors will benefit from knowing students' current preferences.
Method and Participants
This study utilized a survey design, a preexperimental, descriptive research method that accommodated the intent of this study well. In survey designs, the "focus is directed more toward learning about a population and less on relating variables" (Creswell, 2005, p. 354) . The survey design "…consists of two elements-a single instance of a causal event and the assessment of its effects" (Cherulnik, 1983, p. 158) .
This study utilized a sample of convenience consisting of undergraduate and graduate education students at a university in the Midwest with approximately 25,000 students. The majority of participants at the undergraduate level were pre-service teachers from early childhood, elementary, middle school, special education, as well as some secondary education majors. The participants at the graduate level were from literacy, educational technology, elementary and secondary education. The voluntary return response rate was 45% (213 surveys returned out of 470 sent). 
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Procedures and Data Collection
I n o r d e r t o d e t e r m i n e s t u d e n t s ' current preferred way of receiving course communication from their online instructors, an electronic online survey was distributed two semesters as a link in an email to 470 students who were enrolled in at least one undergraduate or graduate online course at the university. Participants were informed that the survey, which took less than five minutes to complete, was anonymous, voluntary, and that they were providing their consent by completing the survey. The data collected was used in aggregate so individual participants could not be identified.
In addition to demographic information that included students' gender, age, level in school, and the number of online courses they have taken, the only other question on the survey was the following: "What do you find is the best way for your instructors to contact you with course communication (announcements, reminders, etc.) ?" Students were provided with a list of the following nine choices to rate on a Likert scale of strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, and strongly disagree: email, course announcements, audio announcements, video links of instructor talking, post on the discussion board, class blog posts, group texts, tweets, and online chatting via videoconferencing application (Skype, for example). Students were asked to rank the perceived value of each of the nine choices and to write in additional choices not listed. Table 2 , of the 213 online students who responded to the survey, when asked their opinion of the best way for online instructors to contact them with course communication, email was the choice for the overwhelming majority (97%) who reported strongly agree (n=179) within the course was the second highest percentage with 77% reporting they either strongly agreed (n=86) or agreed (n=77). Of the remaining seven choices listed, three choices were reported strongly agree or agree by approximately half of the students: posting on the discussion board (51%), video links of the instructor talking (47%), and group texts (45%). On the strongly disagree and disagree end of the spectrum, three were negative (tweets 70%; video conferencing 45%; audio 35%). Class blogs were fairly evenly split between strongly agree or agree (33%), neutral (36%), and strongly disagree or disagree (29%).
Results
As shown in
Discussion and Conclusion
There are several important findings that can be gleaned from this study. First, email was clearly the preferred method of communication reported by the students overall and also across different variables in terms of gender, age, level of study, and number of online course experiences. Of the respondents who have taken more than four online courses, 98% strongly agreed or agreed that email is the best and most convenient way to receive communication from their online instructors. The opinions of these students who have a great deal of experience with different online options and communication styles match those of students who have taken fewer online courses. A feature in many learning management systems for course announcements is the ability for the instructor to post an announcement as well as immediately send that announcement as an email to all students enrolled in the course. Using this functionality to send announcements as an email accommodates the preference of the vast majority of students, as shown in the data of this study.
Second, the least popular form of communication reported was Twitter. There were slight differences among student preferences about Twitter when examining participants' ages. The age group of 18-22 showed a slightly higher interest in Twitter (10%) than other age groups. People in this age group are most likely more accustomed to using technology frequently in their lives as compared to those over 30. However, 73% of participants across age groups reported they strongly disagreed or disagreed with this method of communication. Possible factors for the low interest in Twitter are this tool is not commonly integrated into online classes and the limited number of characters often cannot fully convey the message.
T h i r d , t h e r e s e a r c h e r s e x p e c t e d participants to offer additional suggestions for some other means of communication especially using emerging technologies. However, only three suggestions were offered other than those listed on the survey: one student suggested a face-to-face meeting for the first class, one student suggested the use of Line (a messaging app), and one student suggested Wiggio (a group website). With today's dramatic proliferation of social media, one might reasonably have expected the trend, especially among Millennials and younger individuals to favor social media and texting as the preferred method of general communication. According to Taylor and Keeter (2010) in their report of a large study by the Pew Research Center, "millennials outpace older Americans in virtually all types of internet and cell use" (p. 25). The report showed that millennials "are more likely to have their own social networking profiles to connect to the internet wirelessly when away from home or work, and to post video of themselves online" (p. 25).
Be that as it may, Mark Apple, owner and Volume 8, No. 1, December, 2015 chief strategist at Forward Push Media (cited in Dille, 2015) stated "…no one is constantly on social networks, but most people check email every day, whatever their demographic profile: In my opinion, email is the original social media" ( ¶ 7). The education research, including this study, corroborates this, and affirms that email is by far, still the preferred method of communication of online learners today.
Future Research
As with all studies, additional or tangential research into this topic would be useful. An interesting study might be to determine if the institution type affects the results concerning email as the preferred method of communication with online instructors. Would results differ if the participants were at a community college, professional school, or public versus private institution?
Future research into this topic might also address issues such as email response times. While email's convenience makes it preferred by nearly all (97% in this study) online students, an unintended consequence of the ubiquitous use of email is that students now seem to expect 24/7 access to their instructors. Emails come from students at all hours of the day and night, and they expect answers quickly. How fast is fast enough? Future research into students' expectations, especially in regards to what they consider a timely response, would be interesting and valuable information for online instructors
